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WENDY ORR 

continued from page 16 

medical profession in South Africa 
should be proud of what I did and 
shouldn’t persecute me for it... . I 
felt certain that the verdict would come 
down in our favor because our evidence 
was so overwhelming.” In fact, South 
African courts have often ignored 
equally compelling evidence simply to 
avoid clashing with the government. 

After her charges were made public 
and the court issued its decision, Orr’s 
work in Port Elizabeth became diffi- 
cult. “Dr. Lang immediately said I 
could not go into the prisons to see 
detainees or prisoners—which consti- 
tuted about 80 percent of my work— 
and he accused me of being unfaithful 
to the department of health,” she says. 
She also began receiving telephone 
death threats. Other medical col- 
leagues in Port Elizabeth “were pretty 
much silent,” but “support nationally 
was tremendous.” She received nu- 
merous letters of support from other 
physicians. 

Orr claims she was generally not 
upset by the cold shoulder she received 
from local colleagues. But she adds, “It 
bothered me from the point of view 
that I believed that medical profession- 
als who believed in ethical and moral 
practices should support me. It both- 
ered me that they weren’t those kind 
of people.” 

At the same time, Orr says she felt 
undeservedly lionized by several left- 
wing groups in South Africa. 

It soon became clear to Orr that she 
would be considerably less effective in 
her work in Port Elizabeth. Four 
months after her successful lawsuit, 
she quit her job there and took a posi- 
tion in a health clinic in the impover- 
ished black township of Alexandra. As 
an unexpected surprise, an anonymous 
group of people raised money and paid 
off the balance of her debt to the gov- 
ernment, leaving her free to pursue 
whatever work she chose. 

Orr says now that going from being 
a hard-working medical student to 
being an outspoken critic of apartheid 
was not really that dramatic a political 
transformation. “I don’t think that the 
action that I took in 1985 was primarily 
politically motivated. | really tried not 
to emphasize the political nature of 
it. . . . Obviously, because of the kind 


of country that South Africa is, it would 
be interpreted as a political move. But 
I feel that any doctor could have done 
what I did regardless of their political 
outlook.” Orr is also aware, however, 
that most white South African physi- 
cians are unwilling to take those risks. 

As a white physician, Orr has been 
somewhat protected from the harsh 
reaction that the state routinely re- 
serves for black activists. Dr. Diliza 
Mji, her black partner on a recent 
American tour to raise money for her 
clinic, has not been as lucky. Mji is 
president of the multiracial National 
Medical and Dental Association of 
South Africa (known as NAMDA), an 
alternative to the white-dominated 
Medical Association of South Africa. 
Before assuming the leadership of 
NAMDA, he was imprisoned twice for 
his activist efforts, once in solitary 
confinement for six months and later for 
a year. 

Orr is keenly aware of these reali- 
ties and feels that the publicity her 
case garnered protected her. “I think 
if the government had found out before 
we actually went public [with informa- 
tion about police abuses] they might 
have detained me. But I think once we 


went public they realized that to detain 
me would cause the most massive out- 
cry. So once our court petition was 
granted, | didn’t think that any official 
action would be taken against me.” 

Orr left the Alexandra clinic last No- 
vember after two years there, to pur- 
sue a masters degree in family health 
at the University of the Witwatersrand 
in Johannesburg. Her plans beyond that 
are uncertain, although she would like 
to continue working in a primary 
healthcare setting. 

Orr’s conversion from medical stu- 
dent to anti-apartheid activist has led 
her to sound a new theme about the 
future. “As a white South African, I 
feel I have to justify my existence 
there. If I’m not working for change, if 
I’m not planning for a post-apartheid 
South Africa, then I feel I have no role 
and should just leave.” 

But, she adds, “by leaving, you ne- 
gate the chance of working for change, 
and it’s my privilege to stay and work 
for change. I do sincerely believe that 
leaving is the easy way out. 

“If you want to stay in South Af- 
rica,” she continues intently, “you have 
to sweat it out. It’s not going to be 
easy.” Oo 
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